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Spirituality and Religiosity in Counseling: Current Trends and Future Directions 

Spirituality and religiosity are gaining prominence in counseling practice (Rose, 

Westefeld, & Ansley, 2001), education and training (Hage, Hopson, Siegel, Payton, & DeFanti, 

2006), and research (Powers, 2005). Likewise, the impact of spirituality and religiosity on mental 

health has been widely demonstrated (e.g., Fabricatore et al., 2000; Muse-Burke, 2005). While 

practicing counselors generally agree that spirituality and religion are important to clients, many 

are unsure of how to appropriately integrate spirituality and religiosity into counseling practice 

(Plante, 2008). As such, graduate faculty have been urged to integrate spirituality and religiosity 

across the curriculum (Hage, 2006). Further complicating matters, despite the importance of 

spirituality and religiosity, mental health experts have failed to reach consensus regarding 

definitions (e.g., Ho & Ho, 2007). As such, the proposed presentation includes several learning 

objectives. First, the instructor will guide a discussion of the diverse definitions of spirituality 

and religiosity, helping students to integrate theoretical knowledge with personal experiences. 

Second, the instructor will review the current mental health literature related to spirituality and 

religiosity, encouraging students to consider the findings in relation to their culture. Third, the 

instructor will demonstrate skills incorporating spirituality and religiosity into counseling, 

inviting students to provide examples from their clinical work. 

Spirituality Defined 

 It has been debated whether there is a true distinction between religiosity and spirituality 

(Schneiders, 1986). Despite this controversy, there is considerable support that spirituality is 

unique from religiosity (Ho & Ho, 2007; Miller & Thorensen, 2003). Likewise, there has been 

substantial disagreement regarding the definitions of spirituality and religiosity (Carson, 1989). 

However, for the purpose of this presentation, religiosity is defined as that which “…has to do 
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with theistic beliefs, practices, and feelings that are often, but not always, expressed 

institutionally and denominationally as well as personally…” (Richards & Bergin, 1997, p. 13). 

In contrast, following a thorough review of the literature, spirituality is defined as the part of 

one’s identity that is concerned with purpose and meaning in life, interdependence with others, 

inner peace, and transcendence (Muse-Burke, 2010).  

Purpose and meaning in life refers to engaging in a disciplined and ongoing process of 

searching for, discovering, interpreting, and articulating those events, experiences, and 

relationships that provide a sense of life purpose and meaning. It concerns more fully knowing 

and understanding one’s purpose and meaning in living. Purpose and meaning involves seeking a 

sense of coherence, worth, hope, and/or reason for living, and achieving one’s fullest potential 

(Muse-Burke, 2010). Interdependence with others includes having knowledge of and respect for 

the interdependence among all living things, including humans, animals, plants, the earth, and 

the universe. Interdependence concerns maintaining a sense of community, having an 

appreciation of diversity, developing a mature concern for others, and advocating for the 

betterment of humankind. Interdependence is also an ability to share oneself with self, others, 

and the universe; and it is a sense of continuity with one’s ancestors. Finally, it is the process of 

understanding oneself in relation to others (Muse-Burke, 2010).  

Inner peace is described as engaging in a disciplined and ongoing process of searching 

for and finding inner peace with oneself, others, and the world. Thus, to acquire inner peace, one 

must look inward, reflect, and self-scrutinize to understand one’s internal life. Inner peace 

includes achieving calmness while dealing with uncertainty, discovering strength in times of 

difficulty, maintaining perspective in the face of strife, finding acceptance when presented with 

tragedy, experiencing guidance in living, feeling empowerment or effectiveness, and having the 
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ability to experience love, joy, happiness, peace, and fulfillment. It is a quest for holism and 

integration of one’s identity (Muse-Burke, 2010). Transcendence concerns the ability to go 

beyond the limits of usual experience and involves a quest to transcend the physical, emotional, 

intellectual, and social dimensions of life. Transcendence involves committing to something 

beyond that which exists in the material world and contemplating the existential questions, such 

as what is good and bad, what is the meaning of suffering, and what happens after death. 

Transcendence also implies the ability to attain wellness or self-healing (Muse-Burke, 2010).  

Spirituality, Religiosity, and Psychological Well-being 

One construct relevant to spirituality is psychological well-being, which is defined as a 

person’s general sense of effectiveness in functioning and the degree to which that person finds 

satisfaction and enjoyment in life (M. A. Blais, personal communication, January 16, 2002; 

Coward, 1991). It has been theoretically asserted that the spiritual dimension is an important 

component to achieving an overall sense of well-being (e.g., Emmons, Cheung, & Tehrani, 

1998). Empirical studies have provided further support for the positive relationship between 

spirituality and psychological health.  

In their study of spirituality and well-being, Fabricatore and colleagues (2000) sampled 

120 undergraduate students attending a private, religiously affiliated college. They found that 

personal spirituality, stressors, and the interaction of personal spirituality and stressors 

contributed significantly to the prediction of satisfaction with life. Further, they determined that 

there was a significant, negative relationship between stressors and satisfaction with life for 

people low in spirituality. Also, there was no significant relationship between stressors and 

satisfaction with life for people high in personal spirituality. Consequently, it was concluded that 

spirituality mediates the effect of stressors on life satisfaction.  
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In another study, Compton (2000) sampled a group of 347 university students with 

measures of subjective well-being (i.e., affective balance, satisfaction with life, and happiness), 

meaningfulness, self-esteem, internal locus of control, positive social relationships, and 

optimism. The results found that there was a strong, positive relationship between 

meaningfulness, a component of spirituality, and affect balance, life satisfaction, and happiness. 

Additionally, the correlations between meaningfulness and subjective well-being were 

significantly greater than those of the other predictor variables (i.e., self-esteem, locus of control, 

positive relationships, and optimism). Further, the results of structural equation modeling 

indicated that the model that placed meaningfulness as the mediator between subjective well-

being and the other independent variables showed the best fit.  

The relationship between spirituality and psychological well-being has also been 

examined in community-residing and institutional care elders (Fry, 2000). Personal meaning, 

participation in spiritual practices, and a sense of inner peace with the self were significant 

predictors of well-being (i.e., less depressed mood, less anxious mood, greater happy mood, and 

higher self-esteem). Interestingly, these spiritual factors had a greater influence on the 

psychological well-being of institutionalized elders than on community-residing elders. Further, 

for community-residing elders, personal meaning, participation in spiritual activity and 

expression, and a sense of inner peace with the self were the most salient predictors of well-

being (Fry). An interesting component of this study is that the participant sample was comprised 

of older adults, which contrasts with the aforementioned studies, which sampled college 

students.  
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Integrating Spirituality and Religiosity into Counseling 

Investigations of mental health clinicians have revealed that many are not comfortable 

addressing spirituality with clients (Plante, 2008; Shafranske & Malony, 1990).  While many 

psychologists and psychologists-in-training believe it is important to discuss spirituality with 

clients, few actively incorporate spirituality into clinical work (Palmer, 2010).  This disconnect 

between beliefs and practice continues, despite strong empirical support for the positive 

relationship between spirituality and mental health. Perhaps mental health counselors feel 

inadequately prepared to integrate spirituality into counseling. Attending to clients’ spiritual 

needs is a vital component of being a multiculturally competent (Lonborg & Bowen, 2004) and 

ethical (Steen, Engels, & Thweatt, 2006) therapist. As such, it is imperative that mental health 

counselors receive instruction on how to effectively address spirituality and religiosity with 

clients. 

The first step to incorporating spirituality and religiosity into counseling is spiritual 

assessment. By assessing clients’ spirituality and religiosity, counselors will: (a) more fully 

understand clients’ worldviews, (b) ascertain whether clients’ religious orientations are helpful or 

hindering, (c) determine whether their clients’ communities are supportive, (d) decide whether 

spiritual interventions will be useful, and (e) make differential diagnoses between spiritual 

problems and mental disorders with spiritual content (Kelley, 1995; Lukoff, Lu, & Turner, 1992; 

Richards & Bergin, 1997). In addition, clients find spiritual assessment useful in gaining insight 

and making behavioral changes (Kelley, 1995). 

Following spiritual assessment, there are several means by which counselors might 

include spirituality and religiosity in their work with clients. Consistent with past research, 

Dwyer (2010) found that social workers used a number of spiritual interventions in individual 
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counseling, including (a) assigning spiritual books, (b) using spiritual language, (c) helping 

clients develop spiritual rituals, (d) clarifying spiritual values, (e) praying with clients, and (f) 

referring clients to a spiritual counselor. Moreover, in a qualitative examination of social 

workers, Jacobs (2010) found that having a clear conception of how spirituality and religiosity fit 

into one’s theoretical orientation is an important precursor to integrating spirituality and 

religiosity into clinical work. The clinicians participating in this study emphasized using 

spirituality and religiosity to (a) enhance clients’ mindfulness and (b) help clients understand the 

meaning in their struggles. 

Conclusions 

 The theoretical dialogue about and empirical investigation of spirituality and religiosity 

in the mental health professions is considerable. However, research indicates that clinicians’ 

ability to meaningfully integrate spirituality and religiosity into their work with clients is limited 

(Palmer, 2010). To bridge the gap between knowledge and practice, educators have been advised 

to provide direct instruction on spirituality and religiosity in counseling programs (Hage, 2006). 

To that end, the goal of this presentation is to help students: (a) develop a deeper understanding 

of spirituality and religiosity in the context of their culture, (b) speculate about the impact of 

spirituality and religiosity on psychological well-being within their country, and (c) incorporate 

spiritually and religiously-based interventions into their clinical repertoire. In so doing, students 

will be better equipped to assist clients for whom spirituality and religiosity are an important part 

of life. 
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